Projective identification differs from simple projection in that projective 
identification can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, whereby a person, believing 
something false about another, relates to that other person in such a way that the other 
person alters their behavior to make the belief true. The second person is influenced by 
the projection and begins to behave as though he or she is in fact actually characterized 
by the projected thoughts or beliefs, a process that may happen outside the awareness of 
both parties involved. The recipient of the projection can suffer a temporary loss of 
insight, a sense of experiencing strong feelings of being manipulated so as to be playing 
a part, no matter how difficult to recognize, in somebody else’s fantasy or reality. The 
projection object becomes an unwilling participant in someone else’s drama without 
knowing how or why. One therapist, for example, describes how ‘I felt the progressive 
extrusion of his internalized mother into me, not as a theoretical construct but in actual 
experience...The intonation of my voice altered, became higher with the distinctly Ur- 
mutter quality.’ In everyday life, it can happen that ‘the recipient feels almost kidnapped 
or coerced into carrying out the unconscious fantasy of the projector.’ In extreme cases, 
the recipient can lose any sense of self — ‘feeling inhuman, like a moving bag of skin 
with important symbolic messages rattling about inside.’ — and may find themselves 
acting out in ‘attempts at self-exorcism’; the attempt to rid the self of projections or 
possession. 


Wounded couple Projective identification is frequently the major suffering of a 
wounded couple. Each member enacts the most ideal, dreaded, and primitive aspects of 
the other in a way that drives both partners crazy’ or playing crazy-making-head-games. 
The partners may have been initially chosen** ‘because of their willingness to carry 
idealized or devalued parts of the self’: unfortunately ‘what is projected into and 
rediscovered in the partner is then treated in the same way as it was treated in the self. 
What you cannot stand in yourself, you locate and attack (or nurture) in the other’. Such 
projective identification can have very damaging effects on the person’s life. Feelings of 
inadequacy can be projected onto a partner that causes the individual to feel inadequate. 
This inadequacy will cause poor performance and subsequently result in the fulfillment 
of the initial projection. 
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People often unconsciously pick partners possessing their major caregivers worst 
characteristics. If ones parents were absent emotionally, physically and not there for the 
person, then he or she picks a partner who will abandon or not be there for the individual 
in their relationship. It is about resolving old issues as cause of this phenomenon. 


